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The eugenics movement of the early twentieth century emerged from a crucible of
confusion and misconception. In modern times, the eugenics is an uncomfortable subject often
categorized as a Nazi regime-specific idea, but the movement actually originated in intellectual
circles of Great Britain and the United States decades previous. Pioneers of the research in the
scientific and medical fields used a variety of scientific sources to create the platform for
eugenics. Eugenic scientists created appealing treatises on human betterment by combining
pseudoscience and contemporary social science. Their synthesis of information allowed for
important theories to be twisted and taken out of context, while still rooting the movement in the
credibility of a vast array of professionals.
Francis Galton stands at the beginning and center of the eugenics movement. Galton
received training notably at Kings College in London and at Trinity College, an offshoot of
Cambridge University, and in 1856, he was named a Senior Fellow of the Royal Society for his
works in geographical studies. In the 1860s, Galton began his work in the field of heredity
eventually leading him to coin the term “eugenics” later in the decade. Galton claimed to
discover the supposed hereditary aspects of intelligence during a previous, “purely ethnological
inquiry into the mental peculiarities of different races,”1 but through the ethnological study, he
determined the genetic connection of mental capabilities through familial ties to be the more
intriguing topic. Galton then conducted a study specifically into the heredity of genius in which
he studied the family history of “about four-hundred illustrious men of all periods of history,” to
prove his hypothesis stating men of prominence tended to come from families of prominence.2
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Galton used statistical analysis of the preliminary data collected to draw basic
conclusions about the relation between genetics and mental capabilities. He attempted to apply
mathematical laws such as the “law of deviation from an average” to his new study based on this
sample.3 Galton then proposed the division of every race into a class structure, termed A, B, C,
D, etc., based on “grades of ability.” He took precedenece for this division from a previous
model similar to the bell curve. Galton placed his studied men into fourteen classes per race, A
marking the lowest intellect and G marking the highest.4 Galton continued this ability-grading
system by placing African men of lowest influence and note, African class A, at a staggered
equivalence with white races, equivalent to white class C, due to their perceived, inherent lack of
natural ability.5 While Galton’s opinions on these lesser races were clear, he never presented a
sure solution for fixing the deteriorating society he described in Hereditary Genius.
In 1883, Galton presented his answer to the issue of inferior races— eugenics. Galton
first defined eugenics as “the conditions under which men of a high type are produced.”6
Galton’s new work, Inquiries Into Human Faculty and Its Development, focused heavily on
animal evolution and genetics in comparison to Hereditary Genius which largely focused on
ancestral studies of humanity. Galton applied his new theory to humans arbitrarily in his
conclusions despite noting the difficulty of tracing human heredity and applying his theories
directly to non-human animals in explanations instead.7
Galton’s works, Hereditary Genius in particular, did not immediately inspire any
significant amount of further research in contrast to his high profile in the scientific and
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intellectual communities, and instead, he received vast numbers of critical reviews.8 Much of
Galton’s research into the heredity of genius follows the path of deductive reasoning, and he
often falls into the trap of biased, forgone conclusions found in the school of thought. For
example, the basis of Galton’s argument in Hereditary Genius, the existence of significant
family history of ability in his intellectual peers, was a pre-decided conclusion in Galton’s beliefs
before he performed any significant research. Galton’s preassumed conclusion continued to
influence the bulk of his research in his early studies of heredity which, as in any case of
scientific study, led to biased results as presented in Inquiries Into Human Faculty and Its
Development. Galton’s influence on eugenics is equivalent to the influence of the movement
itself as his foregone conclusions remain with the movement today.
Galton’s research drew from the relatively new studies into heredity and social
philosophy done by many scientists still studied and discussed today. The most prominent and
obvious scientific influences on eugenics are Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer, In the
common view of the eugenics movement, Darwin’s theories of “natural selection” and the
“struggle for existence” lay at the epicenter of the perceived scientific background. Darwin’s
defining work On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection, or the Preservation of
Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life laid out his groundbreaking ideas on the development of
species. At the time of its publishing in 1859, however, many of the concepts introduced were
not initially accepted, or even noticed, by the scientific community at large.9
Darwin’s theory began with his description of the “struggle for existence,” but he did not
intend the concept to be the literal representation of the physical fight among organisms for
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survival. It was an umbrella term meant to include all organisms’ struggles to produce offspring.
While this could include the physical fight for resources, the “struggle for existence,” in
Darwin’s eyes, could also include anything that would affect an animal or plant’s ability to
reproduce.10 After Darwin firmly established his theory of the “struggle for existence,” he moved
on to his central argument and introduced “natural selection.” Darwin described “natural
selection” as the process, over generations, by which those with favorable variations survived
and procreated while those with unfavorable variations did not.11
Darwin’s two theories, as they were published in 1859, did not automatically lend
themselves to the later eugenics movement.The theories relied mainly on natural selection taking
place over multiple generations in nature. The leaders of Social Darwinism, and later eugenics,
championed “artificial selection” instead, allowing for humans to speed up the process. Eugenic
scientists and statisticians, such as Francis Galton, Charles B. Davenport, and Karl Pearson,
remained wary of directly applying Darwin’s theories to their field. At the time of the birth of
eugenics in the late nineteenth century, Darwin’s theories were not well enough accepted or
acknowledged in the scientific community to have the massive effect on the movement often
assigned to it.12 Eugenicists did not utilize Darwinian principles in forming their initial platform
because his ideas were not yet fully accepted by the community, nor did they align with the
eugenic ideal.
In place of Darwin, eugenicists took much of their scientific precedence from Gregor
Mendel. The famous father of heredity discovered the first pieces of genetics with pea plants in
the late 1850s. Mendel’s presentation filled in the gap left by Darwin as he provided a link to
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heredity for eugenicists.13 Both Darwin’s and Mendel’s theories heavily influenced the birth of
the eugenics movement. Clearly Darwin’s introduction of the ideas of “natural selection” and the
“struggle for existence,” evolution, and therefore eugenics, would not have gained momentum.
but without Mendel’s addition of the theory of heredity, eugenicists could not create their own
theories concerning human betterment on top of the gaps in the area left by Darwin.
Many misconceptions surrounding Darwin’s theories can be attributed to Herbert
Spencer. He added his own ideas and addendums to Darwin’s theories, changing society’s
perception of Darwin forever. Spencer worked as an evolutionary philosopher before Darwin’s
publication of Origin, but soon after, he made his biological breakthrough with Principles of
Biology in 1864. He used philosophical formatting of his scientific information to broaden the
appeal and understanding of his presented theories.14
The most significant of Spencer’s theories presented in Principles of Biology was the
“survival of the fittest,” and it is often mistakenly attributed to Darwin. Spencer attempted to
create a sociological approach to evolutionary biology through the work, and, as opposed to
Darwin who did not believe in the teleology of evolution, Spencer thought evolution was a way
for nature to create a perfect balance.15 He believed to reach this ideal final state nature would go
through a “survival of the fittest” period, which he applied to Darwin’s “natural selection”
theory.
As Spencer’s training centered in social philosophy, he mainly applied his research on
evolution to humans. This again placed him in opposition to Darwin, famous for his biological
work with the turtles of the Galapagos, but it also hindered the reach and reliability of his
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research. Spencer largely focused on the mental applications of his theory as opposed to only
physical adaptions, in the style of Lamarckism.16
Lamarckians believed species changed over generations due to environmental changes in
world. Jean Lamarck, the namesake of the movement, opposed the idea of nature directly
influencing the heredity of traits, however. He believed the environment could create new needs
to which organisms must adapt, but Lamarck did not believe nature itself could cause organisms
to adapt.17 Despite this, Lamarckism remained focused on the direct effects of the environment
on heredity and adaption.
Lamarckism lends itself to eugenics by linking the environment in which a child is raised
to the outcome of their adult life. Lamarckians believed an embryo nurtured by a poor or
disabled mother led to a child doomed for a life of poverty or disability.18 The belief adapted and
inherited traits can lead to the emergence of new species formed another core principle of
Lamarckism.19 These two central beliefs of Lamarckism led to a shift in the scientific and
medical communities.
In the mid-to-late nineteenth century medical community, particularly in the United
States, medical professionals were some of the strongest supporters of the Lamarckian idea of
characteristic inheritance. Lamarckians believed in the inheritance of acquired traits where
mothers with vices gave birth to children with these same vices. By the late nineteenth century,
scientists largely agreed acquired traits such as predisposition to intellect, poverty, and work
ethic could not be inherited; however, medical professionals still believed acquired traits could
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be passed down from mother to child.20 The dichotomy between the scientific and medical
communities at the end of the nineteenth century fed into the birth of eugenics as these they drew
attention to undesirable hereditary beliefs, and medical professionals appropriated scientific
conjectures to further practices in human betterment and sterilization of unfavored populations in
response.
Spencer’s theory of social selection, from which “survival of the fittest” rose, gained
popularity in the United States rapidly and gained attention even in comparison to his home
country, England. His theories were rooted in science and appealed to the American ideal of
progress through reason stemming from roots in the Enlightenment, but he did not present them
as a scientific creed meant to be followed exactly.21 Spencer allowed American scientists and
intellectuals to use his ideas for their own means through his noncommitment to creating a
scientific doctrine. The nondoctrinal nature of his theories, combined with their social nature,
created the perfect set up for the rise of the eugenics movement.
In the United States, the beginning of American eugenics centered around Charles B.
Davenport. Davenport, who previously worked at both Harvard University and the University of
Chicago in zoology, boasted a background in engineering and mathematics, abnormal for
biologists at the time. In the 1890s after reading one of Karl Pearson’s works on biometry,
Davenport travelled to the Galton Laboratories to meet its namesake and Pearson, where he
quickly became enthralled with their work. Upon his return to the United States, Davenport
secured funding from the Carnegie Institution of Washington to open the Cold Spring Harbor
Laboratory in 1904 and the Eugenics Records Office in 1910, both in New York State.
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Davenport’s lab primarily esearched the new pursuits in heredity and natural selection, and
contrasting his interests in human eugenics, he conducted all his experimentation on animals.22
Pearson, a mathematician and philosopher, was one of Galton’s most prominent
colleagues and became his successor as the head of Galton Laboratory in London. Pearson, who
received training at Cambridge and Heidelberg in his fields, is considered the father of modern
statistics and published scholarly works in a variety of mathematical disciplines before his work
in biometry. Early in his career, Pearson notably criticized Darwinism, evolution, and even
Spencer’s more popular ideas on the matter. After he equated the society-advancing traits of the
movement with his own beliefs in the need for English advancement, however, Pearson became
an avid supporter of Darwinian models. Pearson also supported the socialism movement and
believed the evolution of society and morality was the best way to achieve a socialist utopia.23
Pearson and Galton began their close working relationship in the early 1890s, and their work
actted as the cornerstone for eugenicists around the world.
In 1911, Davenport published Heredity in Relation to Eugenics in which he discussed his
findings gathered from research and observation. Davenport believed eugenics must be applied
to humanity as selective breeding practices are applied to animals as, “[m]an is an organism—an
animal; and the laws of improvement of corn and of racehorses hold true for him also.”24
Davenport also proposed the main purpose of marriage should be to produce healthy and
productive offspring stating, “[h]appiness or unhappiness of the parents . . . has little eugenic
significance; for eugenics has to do with traits that are in the blood.”25 Davenport’s stance on
human eugenics was extreme, but his research, including into the breeding of animals, allowed
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his pattern of reason and logic to appeal to a broader scientific and intellectual audience as it
paralleled that of many at the time.
Pearson’s views on social eugenics differed from his mentor’s, Galton, but were
incredibly similar to those of Davenport. Galton fully educated Pearson on his theories of
eugenics, but Pearson still took his own liberties with the field. While Galton focused on the
breeding of a superior race, Pearson’s eugenics centered more closely on societal affects.
Pearson desired a shift to a social imperial sociopolitical system in England, and to accompliosh
this, he believed society must view procreation and children as the economic liabilities. Pearson
believed as the upper classes had access to birth control and the lower classes, less favored for
procreation, did not, the population would continue to grow and be overwhelmed with the lower
classes.26 Pearson’s work in eugenics alongside and separately from Galton, while not as
influential as his mentor’s work, still had an unmistakable effect on the eugenics movement.
Pearson’s social eugenics can be seen in the American wing’s large focus on society and within
Davenport’s ideas as well.
Despite Davenport’s wide success in the United States, critics still criticized his work and
publishing at Cold Harbor harshly. In November of 1913, David Heron, a statistician with the
Galton Laboratory and a writer for Biometrika, the laboratory’s magazine, attacked Davenport
and the state of American eugenics in the New York Times. Heron attacked Davenport’s “clueless
presentation of data, inaccurate methods of analysis, irresponsible expression of conclusions and
rapid change of opinions.”27 His main point of dispute laid in Davenport’s statement,
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“[w]eakness in any trait should marry strength in that trait and strength may marry weakness,”28
as he believed this statement went directly against Mendel’s laws of genetics.
Davenport refuted all of Heron’s points of criticism mainly claiming Heron took his
words out of context. Davenport stated his belief in the marriage between the weak and strong
was a compromise for the general public. Davenport believed the public would never accept or
partake in the most extreme of eugenic measures, such as marriage sanctions. His publications
were an example of what he believed to be the easiest compromise between the two extremes.
He ended his response to Heron by stating. “if nothing short of this rule will satisfy the true
eugenist, then eugenics will for all time be a science shut up within the four walls of a
laboratory.”29
Heron’s and Davenport’s public discourse opened a fascinating look into the everchanging mind of a eugenic scientist like Davenport. Heron’s remarks stem from Davenport’s
lecture at the first International Eugenics Congress in 1912, only a year after the publication of
his Heredity in Relation to Human Eugenics. Whille little time lapsed between the two,
Davenport seemed to take a softer stance on the marriage of the weak and strong. In his 1911
publication he stated marriage and reproduction should only occur for the betterment of
humanity,30 and Davenport’s 1912 lecture backpedaled on this sentiment stating the weak and
strong must marry to gain and continue public support of the eugenics movement.31 In the
complexities of his argument for selective human breeding through marriage, Davenport is
another example of the contradiction and confusion within the eugenics movement. Despite his
reassurances that his new stance in 1912 was only due to a wish for the continued support,
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Davenport opened up the American eugenics movement to criticism and misinterpretation from
all sides through a lack of consistent argumentation in such a short period of time.
At the head of the extremist wing of the American movement stood Henry Goddard.
Goddard, a psychologist, became the director of the Vineland Training School for Feeble-minded
Boys and Girls in New Jersey in 1906. There, he conducted research into children and families
he considered “feeble-minded” and unfit for reproduction, and Goddard wrote his famous book
The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity of Feeble-mindedness in 1912, about his
observations of a family housed at Vineland.32 Goddard’s beliefs on eugenics differed strongly
from Davenport’s as while they both supported the betterment of the human race, Goddard
believed the feeble-minded must be stopped from any and all reproduction. To achieve this, he
suggested complete segregation of the population and sterilization of the feeble-minded.33
Goddard’s idea of segregation and sterilization of a population directly conflicts with
Davenport’s 1912 statement allowing for the marrying and reproduction of the strong and the
weak.
During his time at Vineland, Goddard found need for a system of establishing levels of
intelligence within his feeble-minded patients. Alfred Binet’s synonymous test for intelligence
had been in use in France since 1905. Binet believed with proper education and training a child
could rise from lower levels to a higher intelligence as opposed to Goddard’s static views of
feeble-mindedness.34 Using Binet’s basic model of intelligence testing, Goddard translated the
test to English from its original French, and he began to develop his own methods and
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terminology for categorizing his patients. Goddard used the word “feeble-minded” as a blanket
term for a person below average intellectual ability. Goddard introduced the term “moron” as an
intellectual descriptor35 claiming they are the greatest risk to an intellectually sound society.
Goddard also created classes of “imbecile” and “idiot” whom he stated are “not our greatest
problem” as they were too low functioning to reproduce.36 Goddard continued to use these
methods of testing and categorization of the feeble-minded throughout his career at Vineland and
elsewhere.
Goddard’s work in The Kallikak Family centered mainly around his belief in the heredity
of intelligence and, by extension, feeble-mindedness. Goddard wrote The Kallikak Family, as its
title suggests, about a family he housed at Vineland, and his perceptions as to how the entire
family became feeble-minded. Using the name “Kallikak” as a pseudonym, Goddard broke down
the family’s pedigree into six generations focusing on, what he believed to be, the increasing
mental decline of the offspring in each resulting generation. He begins the family’s story with
Martin Kallikak, Sr., whom he states had a perfectly normal family with his wife. Kallikak, Sr.,
however, ruined his line, in the words of Goddard when, “he met a feeble-minded girl by whom
he become the father of a feeble-minded son.” Goddard claimed this affair of the mentally strong
Kallikak, Sr., with the feeble-minded girl led to the hundreds of later feeble-minded members of
the Kallikak family.37
Goddard’s presumptions about the hereditary values of intelligence led him to conducting
his studies and institution with blind spots. Goddard used faulty research methods to collect
information on the massive and multigenerational Kallikak family, and he often accepted hearsay
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evidence as fact. Goddard sent out “field workers,” a travelling interviewer, to gather
information about members of the family not under his care at Vineland. In one example of
negligent hearsay, Goddard writes, “[b]esides members of the family, numerous old people were
here and there discovered who were able to add materially to the information obtained.” Goddard
continues to describe how his field workers simply asked older individuals if they remembered
members of the Kallikak family, and Goddard then took this secondhand information as fact.38
Goddard incorporated these pieces of unreliable evidence within his research for the Kallikaks to
the same status as his scientifically sound pedigree work. Goddard exemplifies once again the
shaky basis in science and genetics upon which the eugenics movement laid their foundation.39
Despite differences in scientific doctrine, Goddard and Davenport become the center of
the American eugenics movement in the twentieth century. While their work focused primarily
within the scientific and medical circles of United States’ society, Davenport’s and Goddard’s
ideas on human betterment remain as a reflection of American culture during the early twentieth
century. Goddard shifted use of his new intellectual testing to applications in stemming the wave
of immigration as he began work on Ellis Island in 1913 screening immigrants for entrance into
the United States. Goddard examined any immigrant he believed looked feeble-minded, and he
claimed over forty percent of those entering the country fell into the category.40 While Goddard’s
later work concentrated on immigration policy and feeblemindedness, Davenport continued to
contribute to the societal separation of the disabled in America. Davenport believed that
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intellectual and personality traits were inherited. Davenport also believed those of low intellect
were reproducing at a higher rate than those of normal to high intellect.41
Overall, Goddard’s and Davenport’s advocation for the application of eugenic
science in American society came alongside a general shift during the late nineteeth and ealy
twentieth centuries toward social and cultural progression. The decades of foundational work
conducted by evolutionists and eugenicists led to a prominent eugenic movement in the United
States surrounding the disabled and immigrant communities. While the foundation of the
eugenics movement was messy and contradictory in many cases, its ideas quickly took hold in
American scientific and intellectual circles of the time. The eugenics movement of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth century spread ideas of human betterment throughout the world
by means of misconstrued science and social philosophy. Nevertheless, its appearance in the
United States stands as a case study into the effect of science and philosophical thought on
society and culture as a whole.
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